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Abstract: By integrating stewardship theory and entrepreneurial orientation 
perspectives we contribute to the understanding of the concept of family 
enterprising. Using excerpts from a single case study we provide insight into 
how a third generation Australian family has evolved and transformed by 
embracing the notion of family enterprising, which, we suggest, places them 
in a strong position for sustainability across generations. 
Key Words: family business; family enterprise; stewardship; entrepreneurial 
orientation; entrepreneurship, family business case study. 
 
 
2 
 
 
 
1 Introduction 
Family business is a ubiquitous organizational genre (Astrachan and Shanker 
2003; La Porta, Lopez-De-Silances, and Shleifer, 1999).  Successful families 
in business are those able to manage the paradox of, on the one hand, 
stewarding the business for the ultimate benefit of future generations while, 
on the other, concurrently embracing and instilling an entrepreneurial 
orientation. Negotiating this delicate paradoxical conundrum is increasingly 
difficult as new generations, who are one step removed from the founding 
entrepreneur’s challenges, join the business (Carney, 2005; Lambrecht and 
Lievens, 2008; Ward, 1987).   
The extant literature has examined this paradox through an agency 
theoretical lens suggesting that, irrespective of the involvement of family and 
non-family members, there are complex challenges related to control which 
are centered on the relationships between principals (the family owners) and 
agents (the non-family executives) (Eisenhardt, 1989b; Jensen and Meckling, 
1976, Perrow, 1986).  However, to date, these agency theory-framed 
discussions have yielded considerable division rooted in alternative 
assumptions vis-à-vis economic self interest versus working for the collective 
good (Davis, Schoorman, and Donaldson, 1997). 
In this paper, we argue in order for families in business to increase their 
chances of survival across generations, a stewardship approach to the 
organization is needed to be integrated with a commitment to embracing an 
entrepreneurial orientation.  We proceed by presenting and then synthesizing 
these two views i.e., stewardship and entrepreneurial orientation, and link our 
contribution to the notion of family enterprising (Habbershon, Williams, and 
MacMillan, 2003).  Then, excerpts from a single case study are used to 
provide insights and support for our arguments.  
 
2   Stewardship Theory 
Stewardship theory uses a different set of assumptions in relation to agency 
enactment in organizations (Davis, Schoorman, and Donaldson, 1997). Whilst 
agency theory assumes rational economic self interest is pursued by 
organizational actors, the assumptions of stewardship theory are based on self 
actualization (Corbetta and Salvato, 2004; Jensen and Meckling, 1976; 
Laffont and Martimort, 2002; Schulze, et al., 2001).  More specifically, in the 
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stewardship perspective, the social and economic wellbeing of the collective 
is more important than the social and economic wellbeing of the individual.  
Given this, it should not be surprising that stewardship theory has been 
adopted by family business scholars to demonstrate how differences between 
family businesses and non-family businesses manifest themselves (see, for 
example Corbetta and Salvato, 2004; Eddleston and Kellerman, 2007; 
Habbershon and Pistrui, 2002).  Notably, Miller and Le Breton-Miller (2005) 
and Miller, Le Breton-Miller, and Scholnick (2008) characterize stewardship 
as having three main priorities – a continuity of the business; a community of 
employees; and connection with customers.  Corbetta and Salvato (2004) 
enlist trust, altruism, relational contacts, and non financial family goals as the 
main determinants of stewardship behaviours.   
However, from Davis, Schoorman, and Donaldson’s (1997) perspective, 
the key features are the assumption that people achieve utility through 
organizational achievement.  Individuals are driven not by self interest but 
rather through actions motivated by concern for others.  The family 
potentially provides the impetus for such actions and it is through roles in the 
family business that individual actions are able to be expressed.  Further, 
while there are social interests in relation to the function of families, this 
function is buttressed by the economic performance (or non performance) of 
the family business.   
This can be particularly evident when the venture grows and the founding 
generation signals their business intentions in family legacy terms.  One 
option facing firm principals in this circumstance is to combine economic self 
interest (i.e., the survival of the business) with the more measured approach 
stewardship theory represents.  Addressing this, Schultze, Lubatkin, and Dino 
(2003) argue that family ties temper self interest.  Specifically, as there is not 
an overwhelming focus on maximizing self interest, this becomes more 
circumspect and is either replaced by, or evolves into, a more collectivist, 
stewarding view. In stewardship theory, therefore, intrinsic motivation 
replaces the extrinsic motivation espoused in agency theory.  This alternate 
motivational focus results in decisions that are based on other than purely self 
interested economic utility.  
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3   Entrepreneurial Orientation 
Grounded in the seminal work by Miller (1983), entrepreneurial orientation 
(EO) has achieved prominence as a way of characterizing the entrepreneurial 
behavior of individuals and firms (Cogliser, Brigham, and Lumpkin, 2008). 
Covin and Slevin (1989), using an entrepreneurial strategic posture, 
introduced a scale that ranked firms as entrepreneurial if innovation, risk 
taking, and proactiveness behaviors were exhibited. These dimensions were 
extended by Lumpkin and Dess (1996) to include competitiveness, 
aggressiveness, and autonomy. These authors also framed their conversation 
distinctively in terms of entrepreneurial ‘orientation’ so as to differentiate 
their work from that of previous scholars who in the main were interested in 
entrepreneurial ‘activities’.   
According to Lumpkin and Dess (1996): (1) autonomy provides the 
individual or team the freedom to act almost irrespective of the resource 
limitations of the organization, (2) innovativeness supports a firm’s tendency 
to engage in and support new ideas, novelty, experimentation, and creative 
processes that may result in new products, services, or technological 
processes, (3) risk taking, in relation to entrepreneurial orientation, is typified 
as incurring heavy debt or making large resource commitments in order to 
seize a potential opportunity in the marketplace in the hope of higher than 
average returns, (4) proactivness acknowledges the importance of first mover 
advantage in being able to take advantage of a perceived market or product 
opportunity and is crucial to an entrepreneurial orientation because it suggests 
a forward-looking perspective that is accompanied by innovative or new 
venturing activity, and (5) competitive aggressiveness refers to a firm’s 
propensity to directly and intensely challenge its competitors to achieve entry 
or improve position, that is, to outperform industry rivals in the marketplace. 
Contrary to Covin and Slevin (1989), Lumpkin and Dess (1996) claim 
there is no uni-directionality between each of the EO dimensions.  That is, the 
five dimensions are not mutually exclusive and, as such, it is not necessary for 
an individual or firm to be judged to be high on all dimensions for that firm or 
individual to be considered to be behaving entrepreneurially.  As well, they 
contend that key contingencies, which revolve around different organizational 
and environmental factors, when combined with an entrepreneurial 
orientation, will result in varying performance outcomes.  Thus, the specific 
circumstances and context of the individual and firm will impact upon both 
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what entrepreneurial behaviors are necessary and how these factors integrate 
in relation to overall firm performance.  
Entrepreneurial orientation has been employed across a broad range of 
research contexts (Cogliser, Brigham, and Lumpkin, 2008).  Perhaps 
prompted by Lumpkin and Dess’ argument that the dimensions are not 
mutually exclusive, the number of entrepreneurial dimensions used by 
scholars has varied considerably with, in some cases, multiple dimensions 
being collapsed into a single dimension, and single and multiple dimensions 
being used as proxies for EO (e.g., Naldi et al., 2007). 
 
4   Family Enterprising: Integrating Stewardship and EO  
While entrepreneurial activities are ostensibly the initiative of individuals 
(Schumpeter, 1934), initially these individuals rely significantly on families 
for resources (Chrisman, Chua, and Steier, 2003).  It is when the venture 
matures and evolves to a point where a second generation is actively involved 
that the founding generation’s approach to entrepreneurial activities 
potentially changes.  Though it is assumed that entrepreneurs will always act 
entrepreneurially and will continue to extract maximum value for the 
company by virtue of their entrepreneurial activities (Reid and Smith, 2000), 
and profits and rates of return are examples of success metrics, at the founder 
stage of a family company the entrepreneur acts no differently than any other 
entrepreneur and economic growth and survival become key issues.   
However, once the founder stage has been passed and the business morphs 
into a generational business (Gersick et al., 1997; Hoy and Sharma, 2010; 
Ward, 1987) the actions of the entrepreneur can become tempered by the 
desire to leave a legacy.  If the family survives from the founder generation to 
the second and subsequent generations then it is at some stage in this process 
that there might be explicit or implicit recognition from those involved that 
entrepreneurial activities will be undertaken with a stewardship perspective in 
mind.  This shift in perspective could result in a changed attitude toward the 
five EO dimensions, with decisions being shaped by the need to ensure a 
sustainable business legacy for future generations. 
Martin and Lumpkin (2003) suggest the entrepreneurial orientations of 
families gradually decrease across generations. Consider for example, the EO 
dimension of risk-taking propensity. The first generation would likely have 
taken greater risks than the second and subsequent generations as they are 
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charged with the additional burden of stewarding the founding generation’s 
legacy.  This change in entrepreneurial focus is supported by Zahra (2005) 
who found the higher the number of generations that are active in a family 
company, the more likely the company is to be innovative.  This is not to 
imply that risk taking increases, rather, new ways are found in performing 
existing operations and is consistent with the notion that as new generations 
enter the business, new ideas are required to lead to a renewal of the firm and 
facilitate growth.  To address the unique context of family business, Lumpkin, 
Martin, and Vaughan (2008) introduced the notion of family orientation to 
complement the well established entrepreneurial orientation perspective.  As 
in the earlier work (Lumpkin and Dess, 1996) five dimensions of family 
orientation were outlined.  Notably, their dimensions of tradition, stability, 
loyalty, trust, and interdependency are consistent with the notion of a 
stewardship perspective previously introduced. 
Le Breton Miller and Miller (2006), when discussing why some family 
businesses outperform non-family businesses, raise a number of issues linked 
to long term orientations and sustainable capability.  Though not specifically 
framed at the interface of EO and stewardship, these scholars argue that the 
unique nature of family businesses can allow business leaders to take a long 
term orientation towards investments and performance generally and that a 
stewardship perspective is also important.  
This integration of stewardship and EO, we argue, is closely linked to the 
notion of family enterprising. Families that are enterprising “institutionalize 
the opportunity-seeking processes in the mind-set and methods of both their 
family ownership group and their business organizations” (Habbershon, in 
Timmons and Spinelli, 2008, p. 420). Though the term family enterprising is 
not uncommon there is not currently a theoretical rooted explanation that 
helps differentiate this concept. As such, using Dubin’s (1969) parlance, it is 
in fact a summative unit, where a summative unit stands for an entire complex 
thing; conveys a great deal of meaning but is always diffuse; draws together a 
number of different properties of a thing and gives them a label that highlights 
one of the more important properties. We argue, and elaborate using excerpts 
in the following case example, that, in order to better understand and 
theoretically position family enterprising, there is a need for an explanation at 
the interface of stewardship theory and entrepreneurial orientation.  
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5   Methodology 
As our family enterprising argument is dependent upon the processes that take 
place from both a family perspective and a business perspective, a 
methodology needs to be used that will reveal the richness of the family and 
business interaction in terms of our two theory-rooted drivers: stewardship 
and entrepreneurial orientation. This necessity to examine this interaction 
reinforces using a single case study to be a suitable method (Eisenhardt, 
1989a).  Single in depth case studies are not unusual in the literature (see 
Karra, Tracey, and Phillips, 2006; Martin, Knopoff, and Beckman, 1998; 
Siggelkow, 2001; Steen and Welch, 2006) and this approach is particularly 
appropriate for family business research (Nordqvist, Hall, and Melin, 2009). 
Significantly, a single case study acknowledges that the interrelationships 
between families and businesses can be unique (Kellermans et al., 2008; 
Lubatkin, Durand, and Ling, 2007; Sharma, Chrisman, and Chua, 1997) while 
allowing for interpretation to other family business contexts (Zahra, 2007).  
To further illustrate the arguments presented above, we use excerpts of 
interviews with members of a third generation family. 
5.1   Case Selection 
The company used as the basis for the case was chosen for a number of 
reasons (Siggelkow, 2007).  First, it is a third generation company of 
significant substance with annual sales of approximately Aus$300 million.  
This means there is a considerable amount at stake, both in financial and 
emotional terms, for family members and, importantly, gives each family 
member the scope to exercise self interest or stewardship, and the various 
dimensions of EO, if they so wish.  Second, the company was prepared to 
grant full access to all the family members actively involved in the company 
from the founder through to the third generation.  Access was also given to 
senior non-family management.  This allows for family views and the views 
of professional managers to be compared.  Third, the company has also been 
the basis of prior academic study (see, Craig and Moores, 2002) which means 
the family has a familiarity with academic research methods.   
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5.2   Data Collection 
Data was collected from all the family members involved in the business and 
the non family senior executives early in 2008 by using semi-structured 
interviews.  The majority of the interviews were conducted at the head office 
of the company with two interviews conducted at another capital city location.  
The interviews were conducted by the lead author and a research assistant.  
All interviews were audio-taped and then transcribed by a professional 
transcription service.  Random sampling of the transcripts against the recorded 
interviews revealed a high level of accuracy.  Questions were of an opened 
ended nature and were gathered as part of a larger project examining 
transgenerational entrepreneurship processes in family firms.  The completed 
transcripts were coded by the lead author using NVivo7.  In all, a total of 13 
people were interviewed, the founder and his wife; four second generation 
family members; four third generation; and three non-family professional 
managers.  Interviews ranged in length from 17 minutes to 124 minutes with 
the average interview time being 65 minutes. 
5.3   The Company 
The case study company, Dennis Family Corporation (DFC), was founded in 
1960 and is currently jointly owned by founders Bert and Dawn Dennis, and 
their four off-spring (Adele, Grant, Natalie, and Marshall). DFC is involved in 
domestic and commercial property development in Australia and employs 
approximately 1,000 staff and subcontractors at branches in two widely 
dispersed locations (Melbourne is the head office, with a branch office in 
Brisbane) and, in addition, operates offices in eight regional Victorian centers.  
The founder is still active in the business but now more as a 
consultant/mentor.  The four G2 siblings are now responsible for the strategic 
direction of the company leaving the day-to-day operations of the company to 
professional, non-family managers.   
5.4   Data Analysis 
The data collection process was part of a global study of Successful 
Transgenerational Entrepreneurship Processes (STEP).  The STEP Project is 
an applied research initiative that explores the entrepreneurial process within 
business families and generates solutions that have immediate application for 
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family leaders. The transcripts were coded into the different categories 
identified from stewardship theory and entrepreneurial orientation 
perspectives.  References were sought that indicated support for as well as 
rejection of the theoretical categories.  The references were also organized by 
generation (founder, second, and third) and non family professional managers.  
By categorizing each group the processes involved in how the family did (or 
did not) pursue family enterprising is tracked and how these processes were 
viewed by the non-family professional managers.  The analysis was carried 
out by the lead author to ensure consistency of context and purpose (Pratt, 
2009).  The lead author also had no prior contact or relationship with anyone 
within the company or those interviewed for the purpose of the study.  The 
overall analysis, therefore, followed a non-foundationalist argument in that all 
observation was context specific (Leitch, Hill, and Harrison, 2010). 
 
6   Family Enterprising  
When Bert Dennis, the founder of the firm, commenced his entrepreneurial 
activities, he had no real vision of the future in terms of being a family 
business.  There was no specific business plan or other formal documents.  
Rather, it was just a case of, as he explains: [I] just saw opportunities.  He 
exploited these opportunities using the fundamental tenets of EO. By being 
proactive, innovative, taking (calculated) risks and using scarce resources he 
took advantage of whatever opportunities came along. This approach was 
followed from the time the firm was founded until the early 1990’s.   
 
Up until the early nineties, the business, if I could say the business, was a 
very entrepreneurial, you know, deal by deal basis without any real 
direction. 
 
By this time, the second generation was of an age to be involved in the 
company.  The business had a well established way of doing everything and 
the financial affairs of the family and the company had become very closely 
entwined “like spaghetti” according to the current Executive Chairman.  The 
change came when the founder, by then the Chairman, called a meeting with 
his four off-spring in order to establish if they wanted to continue the business 
as a family business.   
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As the founder explained: 
Then in ’92 we, I gave the children the choice in saying to them, they 
would be living my dream, that if I try and force them into doing 
something they don’t want to do, when I cark [die] it, they’ll finish up 
having a big punch up and they’d end up sorting it out anyway, so we 
were better to sort it out now. And, it didn’t really fuss me whether 
they wanted to keep the business going or whether they wanted to sell 
it off when the time comes, split the proceeds and go their own way. I 
explained to them, if they stayed together, you know, they would build 
lovely little pyramids and then their children would build little 
pyramids, but if you all stay together you end up with a big pyramid, it 
will put you in a different league all together and they will reap a lot 
more benefit and they unanimously put their hands up and said we 
want to join the business. And out of that has come our mission 
statement, which is to build a long term sustainable family business, 
for the benefit of this generation and future generations.  
 
It was at this point that the business changed to explicitly acknowledge 
that it was now being run by the family for the future of the family and not 
just specific individuals. Thus, they universally embraced the notions 
espoused in the stewardship theoretical perspective.  The second and third 
generations of the family also supported that the company was now being run 
for the benefit of future generations, with comments such as: 
 
Because I see my role and my place here, I am a custodian. I am 
looking after a legacy and then when I’m not here, the legacy will be 
passed on and my children and their cousins will all be custodians of 
the same thing and that’s the sort of flow that I look at. It’s not mine, 
it’s not anybody’s, it’s ours and I’m, you know, one of the custodians 
and I want to leave it in a better shape than it is now, for the future 
generations. (Adele Levinge, 2nd generation)  
and more succinctly,  
…we’ve inherited the business from the third generation, not from the 
first, we’ve inherited it from the third. So our mindset is that we have 
to grow the business and ensure that we hand it over to the next 
generation in good shape. (Grant Dennis, 2nd generation).  
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At the time of the interviews, the third generation, with one exception, was 
working only part time in the company.  The exception was working full time 
in an apprenticeship position.  The other three siblings of the third generation 
were all completing university degrees while working part time in the 
business.  While there was a general recognition of the responsibilities that 
they might one day face there was also awareness that they could best benefit 
the business by gaining experience outside the family company and then, once 
they had something to offer to the business, then taking a more active 
managerial role, rather than simply an ownership role.  They were however 
aware that transitioning to a third generation company was not necessarily an 
easy thing to achieve.   
There is no pressure, overt or covert, to entice the third generation into the 
firm.  The founder and second generation all expressed the hope that the third 
generation would eventually take over the running of the business and 
provided as many opportunities as possible to involve the third generation in 
the operational and strategic aspects of the company but any pressure seems to 
come from the third generation themselves.  To what extent these third 
generation family members will continue with a stewardship perspective is 
impossible to foresee.  None of them are at the stage of becoming full time 
managers of the company so while they each might want to continue with the 
company, each of them was sufficiently clear that this may not be something 
that they will want to do into the future.  Generally, the founder and second 
generation support them in this position and are patient enough that the third 
generation are not coerced into working for the company but hope that they 
will continue the legacy started by the founders. 
What is clear is that the founders and the second generation are 
endeavoring to take a stewardship position in the company in that they see 
themselves as providing a legacy for the future by putting the interests of 
future generations ahead of their own self interests.   
If the objectives of the first and second generations are to leave a legacy 
for future generations then there must also be a recognition that with each 
succeeding generation there will potentially be more family members to be 
supported by the company.  Hence the necessity to not simply maintain the 
status quo of the company, where there is the likelihood that the available 
rewards diminish over time as more family members want to avail themselves 
of what a family company can offer.  The same resources being available for 
increasing family members can result in the kinds of divisions that can destroy 
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not only a company but also a family.  There is the necessity for the family 
company to grow in order to ameliorate these circumstances but at the same 
time to be circumspect in the ways in which such growth will be achieved.  
The company needs to be entrepreneurial, as it is entrepreneurial activities 
that lead to growth while at the same time tempering entrepreneurial activities 
in such a way that even though risks are being taken, they are carefully 
considered through the lens of stewardship.   
One element of the company that all those interviewed agreed upon was 
that the company was entrepreneurial.  Where differences emerged it was in 
the perception of risk taking.  The family members agreed that they took risks 
but they were very calculated in the risks they took.  Any proposal for a new 
venture was heavily researched and considered at length.  What is interesting 
is this process was not adopted until after the decision had been made in 1995 
to create a legacy for future generations.  Prior to this watershed in the 
Company, there had been a very ad hoc approach to entrepreneurial activities.  
As the founder explains: 
 
Each decision we have made has then been with the vision [long run 
sustainability for future generations] in mind, you know, long term means 
we are here for a long term. (Bert Dennis, Founder) 
 
This statement encapsulates the idea of family enterprising. Rational 
economic self interest has been replaced by a concern for the sustainability of 
the long term survival of the company.  The interests of the group outweigh 
the interests of the individuals. The second generation is also clear that they 
are entrepreneurial but such activity is tempered by taking a long term view, 
supporting a stewardship position. This is exemplified in this observation: 
 
I think entrepreneurial for us is, or for anybody, but in our instance the 
ability to take a risk, having the ability or the little bit of luxury of time to 
consider things at length, or not. I think that the luxury is time and being 
able to take the position of a long-term view rather, public companies that 
have the short-term view, naught to three years.(Adele Levinge, 2nd 
generation) 
We had a strategic discussion about a month ago and what a couple of the 
family said is that what we should be looking to take the business to the 
next level and to get to grow it for the next generation is to expand into 
areas where we don’t currently have an involvement, but instead of taking 
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100% of the risk ourselves in expanding into that, partner with people that 
know what they’re doing, learn from them and then branch out on our 
own. (Grant Dennis, 2nd generation) 
 
As the above quotes demonstrate, the family members are clear on how 
their vision for the long term sustainability of the company will be 
maintained.  They recognize the need to be entrepreneurial but at the same 
time the long term vision of the company shapes how entrepreneurial 
activities are undertaken.  Risk is being measured in the long term, which 
accords with a stewardship view. 
 
7   Conclusion 
Given the significance of family businesses to general economic activity it is 
important to gain an understanding of the processes that allow first generation 
family firms to grow and succeed across generations.  This case study 
excerpts have provided insights into how one family business has managed to 
achieve this.  The Dennis Family Corporation activities could always be 
interpreted in entrepreneurial orientation dimensions but there came a point 
when the founder was formally introducing his off-spring into the business 
when the entrepreneurial activities became shaped and tempered by the need 
to maintain the company across generations, i.e., embracing stewardship 
concurrently with EO.  There was an explicit shift from an almost ad hoc type 
of entrepreneurship to one which was more considerate of the benefit to future 
generations. We argue that this change in mindset, framed at the interface of 
stewardship and entrepreneurial orientation perspectives, encapsulates family 
enterprising.  
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